Program Review
History Program
University of South Florida-St. Petersburg (USFSP)

Report prepared by
Dr. Randall Miller
Professor of History
Saint Joseph’s University
miller@sju.edu

Dr. Theophilus C. Prousis
Professor of History
University of North Florida
tprousis@unf.edu

Campus Visit, May 1-2, 2014

1

Background
By invitation from Dr. Frank Biafora (Dean, College of Arts and Sciences) and Dr.
Raymond Arsenault (Chair, Department of History and Politics), Dr. Randall Miller (Saint
Joseph’s University) and Dr. Theophilus Prousis (University of North Florida) conducted a day
and a half on-site review of the History Program at the University of South Florida St. Petersburg
(hereafter USFSP). The on-campus review included informal and formal discussions with Dr.
Arsenault and other history faculty, arranged interviews with all but one of the tenured and
tenure-track history faculty and with several adjunct history faculty, an arranged interview with
Dr. Vivian Fueyo (Regional Vice President for Academic Affairs) and Dr. Frank Biafora, an
arranged interview with the USFSP archivist, an arranged interview with a select group of
undergraduate history majors, and an arranged interview with students and faculty in the Florida
Studies Graduate Program. Dr. Arsenault also gave a tour of the campus, including seeing
classroom space and the offices of faculty. Prior to the on-campus review, we (Drs. Miller and
Prousis) received and read the self-study report prepared by the faculty of the History Program,
reviewed the program’s webpage, and spoke with Dr. Arsenault about his and the university’s
expectations from the review. Subsequent to the on-campus review, we received a copy of the
external review of the political science program, which we have used in part as a guide in
preparing our own report.
Faculty and Curriculum
The History Program at USFSP is a model of efficiency, with outstanding productivity in
teaching, scholarship, and service, despite the limits imposed by the small size of the faculty.
The current program features two tenured and endowed full professors, two tenure-track assistant
professors, two visiting assistant professors, and seven or eight adjunct instructors. Collectively,
the faculty teaches excellent and challenging courses, maintains active and successful research
agendas, publishes scholarly books, articles, and essays, and delivers papers at major
conferences. They not only make meaningful contributions to ongoing debates in their academic
fields but devote significant time and energy to professional service in the Tampa/St. Petersburg
community. The two full professors, Drs. Raymond Arsenault and J. Michael Francis, have
attained national and international prominence in their respective areas of expertise and serve as
inspiring and knowledgeable mentors for the program’s non-tenured faculty.
The History Program is very conscientious about integrating all faculty into the
university’s culture and making them understand their responsibilities as teachers, scholars, and
members of the university community. The mentoring approach for history faculty is
professional but collegial, as befits the character of the History Program. Based on our review
and interviews, we did not find that the university has instituted any formal and regular
mentoring program or guidelines, and USFSP seems to lack a clear institutional philosophy or
practice in preparing junior faculty for success in teaching, scholarship, and service. Lacking
such institutional structures and guidelines, the History Program relies on “best practices” in the
history profession, as suggested by the American Historical Association and faculty members’
own experiences. In terms of guidance, one striking discovery of our review was that some
adjunct faculty did not fully understand the purpose or procedures for the ALCs (academic
learning compacts) mandated by the state, unless senior permanent faculty had informed them of
such and reviewed their syllabuses and work. Again, the success of the ALC depended on the
intervention of senior faculty and the program chair, rather than any university-run orientation
program.
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Despite its many strengths, the History Program suffers from gaps in the curriculum,
inadequate coverage of the globe, and an increasing reliance on visitors and adjuncts for the
instruction of students. With more resources, specifically and especially tenure-track faculty, the
program would accomplish considerably more to diversify the curriculum, enhance student
learning, attract new majors and minors, provide regular and more systematic review of the
program and its faculty, establish and maintain a robust schedule of student advising, work
collaboratively with other departments, and broaden the program’s outreach to a wider
community.
The curriculum has established recognized strengths in the history of Florida and the Gulf
region, the United States, Europe, and Latin America, and is developing a strength in African
subject areas. A range of classes encompasses different chronological periods and thematic
topics, such as piracy, slavery, conquistadors, and comparative empire, and faculty members
have broadened their expertise to teach courses outside their fields of specialization. A good
example of this versatility is Dr. Adrian O’Connor, a specialist on the Enlightenment and the
French Revolution, who has extended his repertoire with courses on twentieth-century Europe
and World War II and the Holocaust. That said, the program’s curriculum offers an episodic
more than a comprehensive approach to history. Whole areas are missing or underserved,
especially Asian studies, and large swaths of time get little attention (e.g., the nineteenth century)
in the present range of courses. Such an approach and such deficiencies reflect the short staff in
the History Program and beg again for hiring new faculty. Also problematic is the underserved
study abroad program at USFSP, which does not provide sufficient opportunities and resources
for undergraduate students and thereby constricts history and other subject offerings that might
be realized through study abroad. As noted below in our report, Dr. Francis has arranged for
students to study documents in Spain, but his unselfish effort is more personal than institutional.
Coordinated planning of curriculum that includes study abroad opportunities, or even exchange
programs in the United States, would enhance history offerings.
For the program as a whole, teaching objectives and student assignments fulfill if not
surpass the core goals of the college and university mission statements, fostering active learning
and civic engagement and emphasizing critical thinking, reading, and writing skills. History
students are challenged to deepen their knowledge of history and culture and to grasp the
dynamics of a globalizing world, tasks that are more readily achieved in history classes of
relatively small size (an average of 23 students per class in 2013 at USFSP). One area of
supposed weakness was developing students’ oral communication skills, but interviews with
faculty and students seemed to refute that claim in that both faculty and students commented on
the many opportunities and also requirements for students to make oral presentations of their
work, participate in class discussions, and engage one another in conversations related to course
content or history-related subjects of public interest. Still, given the teaching styles of the
faculty, the small size of the classes, the emphasis on nurturing communication skills, and the
very nature of the discipline of history, further attention to promoting students’ oral
communication skills should easily fit into the current curriculum.
The chief assets of the History Program are exemplary teaching, productivity in
scholarship, and wide-ranging professional service. After interviewing five of the six full-time
faculty members and several of the adjuncts, we came away greatly impressed by the program’s
dedication and commitment to quality instruction. They are an energetic, enthusiastic, and
collegial group. They cooperate on departmental business, such as the mentoring of junior
faculty, the scheduling of classes, the annual review process, and the selection of new faculty.
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We were particularly impressed that two visiting faculty (Drs. Erica Heinsen-Roach and Larissa
Kopytoff) collaborated closely with the chair (Dr. Arsenault) in crafting the program’s cogent
and substantive self-study; the two visitors conducted research, compiled data, and assisted the
chair in writing this revealing and instructive document. Adjuncts, on the front lines of the
program because they teach so many students in various courses, appreciate the flexible
scheduling of classes and the helpful feedback on their teaching from senior faculty. They
conveyed a genuine sense of being an integral part of the program and have benefited from the
support, encouragement, and advice of the chair. In fact, virtually all faculty members (tenured,
tenure-track, visiting, adjunct) praised the management and leadership of Dr. Arsenault,
including his ability to communicate clearly to faculty their responsibilities and expectations and
the democratic ethos in planning he encourages. The only “managerial” concerns expressed by
faculty were ones related to the need for a strategic plan that would lay out course offerings on a
consistent cycle and allow for the creation of a Craft of History course to be required of all
majors. The small size of the faculty, and ironically the very vigor and success of the faculty in
their research and service to the university, limits the program’s ability to schedule courses on a
steady, rotating basis in two- or three-year cycles.
Recommendations to upgrade the program’s already established excellence focus on two
fundamental concerns, both of them extensively discussed in the self-study and in faculty
interviews and discussed with Drs. Fueyo and Biafora. First, the program urgently needs a fulltime office manager/administrative assistant to perform any number of essential functions, such
as day-to-day office support for the chair and faculty. The copying of course and other materials,
upkeep of records, the storage and retrieval of files, tracking of student progress, scheduling,
purchasing of supplies and other materials, and the circulation of vital information are just some
of the on-going tasks that a permanent, full-time office manager/administrative assistant could
assume, thus relieving the chair and faculty from such constant and time-consuming tasks, which
are now handled on an ad-hoc, as-needed basis. At every interview and in the self-study, the
immediate necessity of hiring such a person and building institutional infrastructure to support
the History Program was a top priority. At the most basic level, such a person would become
“the face of the program” and “the administrative center of the department,” someone who
would not only manage office records and information (both digital and paper) but also facilitate
more systematic and sustained communication between faculty and students, between faculty
and academic advising, and between faculty and the college office. In addition, an office
manager/administrative assistant could work with history faculty to redesign and update the
program’s underdeveloped website, with recurrent features on faculty and student achievements,
internship and research opportunities for students, employment openings at local museums and
organizations, and upcoming guest speakers in the Tampa/St. Petersburg area, to name several
possibilities for content. Having a full-time office manager/administrative assistant would allow
for planning and system—all to amplify the stability, efficiency, and productivity of the program,
the department, and the college.
Second, and absolutely crucial, history needs at least two new tenure-track hires as soon
as possible. In recent years, the program has expanded its offerings by relying on a capable
group of visiting and adjunct faculty; indeed, they are the ones who teach (ably and well) the vast
majority of students in history classes, including the required Gen. Ed. courses. With at least two
new permanent lines, the program could undertake so much more in delivering top quality
education. With tenured and tenure-track faculty frequently teaching Gen. Ed. classes, the
program would attract more majors from undecided freshmen or sophomores. Students would
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further benefit from a) more consistency and continuity in course planning, b) more expert longterm academic guidance, and c) easier access to letters of recommendation from permanent
faculty who, unlike many visitors and adjuncts, remain in the Tampa/St. Petersburg area after a
semester, thus enabling students to stay in touch with them and to collaborate on research
projects outside the classroom. Adding tenure-track faculty would also make it more possible to
establish and sustain a system of faculty advising of history majors and minors, much of which
now goes on informally and generously by faculty and formally through the USFSP advising
center.
At least one such hire should be at the more mature assistant professor or associate
professor level to provide more balance in the program’s make-up and to anticipate management
needs in case of retirements. Any and all such hires should be committed not only to high
standards of teaching and scholarship that already distinguish the History Program but also to the
history faculty’s—indeed, the USFSP faculty’s—concerns for real world issues and investments
in community service and civic engagement. One theme that echoed through the self-study and
in interviews was the importance of maintaining such commitment by recognizing, reinforcing,
and rewarding it. The history faculty understands and believes in, and indeed embodies, the
university’s mission of teaching and scholarship in the service of society’s improvement. It is a
rare and valuable asset that attracts students and supporters to the History Program and the
Florida Studies Program and distinguishes the university. Hiring and retaining faculty should
respect that commitment.
Most importantly, with additional faculty expertise, the program would augment its
analysis of the globe beyond U.S., Latin American, and European history. Upper-level courses
on Africa, Asia, the Atlantic world, the Middle East, and the Mediterranean would diversify the
university’s curriculum and meet growing student demand for a global perspective. The ideal
prospective history faculty would provide both particular area and time period strengths with
specialties that would integrate with other university programs and initiatives, such as its
emphasis on developing STEM subjects. Such specialties might include maritime, economic, or
environmental history, or the history of science and technology. With a richer variety of courses
taught by permanent faculty, the program would inspire and retain more majors and minors and
serve a broader constituency within the university. It would be better equipped to provide
regular instruction in World History, the newly state-mandated Gen. Ed. requirement, thus
insuring the involvement and investment of permanent faculty in the core curriculum. All of
these immediate advantages would elevate the stature of history’s undergraduate curriculum,
make feasible the future priority of an M.A. program in history, and accomplish a central goal in
the college and university missions—imparting to students the broad outlook and civic
awareness that will make them engaged and productive citizens of the world.
Several additional observations would further improve the History Program. More
tenured and tenure-track faculty would accelerate the program’s ongoing expansion of proseminars beyond Florida, U.S., Latin American, and European history. A more cohesive, better
integrated array of classes would enrich the menu of courses available to majors and minors. As
was suggested by several faculty and by students, a required class on the “Craft of History” that
majors would take early in their coursework would better prepare them for their upper-level
courses. Given the overlapping subjects in this intellectually engaging, multidisciplinary
department—history, political science, philosophy, art history—faculty might seek more
teaching and research linkages across fields. Such interdisciplinary opportunities should be
encouraged and supported. The cross-fertilization of ideas and approaches, and the more
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systematic coordination of courses across disciplines, would not just benefit students and faculty
but make the department a truly distinctive epicenter in the college’s promotion of a vigorous
liberal arts community. It was not clear from interviews or from the self-study the extent to
which any such intradepartmental programming was built into the planning process or the extent
to which the whole department discussed its common interests regularly. Such planning should
go on and be assessed every year or two. Lastly, an adjunct instructor suggested more publicity
of summer history courses to increase their enrollments. That comment fit other faculty and
student references to the need to advertise the strengths of the History Program more vigorously
in the university and in the community. Programming—e.g., lectures, films, discussion panels
on contemporary issues—all promise to extend the history faculty outward and point to the
relevance of history to non-majors and the larger community. Providing the resources for
planning and participating in such programs should be part of the budgeting process.
Undergraduate/Graduate Students
Students from across the college and university enroll in history courses as Gen. Ed.
requirements and electives, and according to USFSP measures, the program maintains
remarkably high standards in student learning outcomes (SLOs), an elaborate set of goals that
exceeds the SLOs of comparable programs at similar institutions. Faculty routinely assign essay
exams and research papers as the principal means of assessing students’ content and discipline
skills, communication and critical thinking skills, and civic engagement. The emphasis on
writing is an important, even essential, component of effective history training, and the USFSP
history faculty’s insistence on the analysis of written and other texts and making arguments in
writing represents “best practices” in the profession. Moreover, the program uses SLOs as an
instrument to upgrade instruction on an annual basis. The only problem with the SLOs that
several interviewees noted, and that we observed in our own review, was the imprecise method
of evaluating any “success” in learning outcomes. The use of letter grades as the basis for
assessment makes any standards of comparison difficult, if not impossible, given the variation in
grading expectations and practices from course to course and teacher to teacher. Also, it was not
clear how the outcomes were assessed and used in reviews of faculty or the effectiveness of
courses or even the overall curriculum.
The number of history majors has increased by 84% since 2008, while the number of
degrees in history has increased by 93% since 2009. The program currently has 105 declared
majors, five of whom we interviewed during our visit. The respondents uniformly praised the
atmosphere of active learning in their history courses, especially the opportunities for discussion,
the rapport with faculty, the good mix of readings and other resources in their assignments, the
overall openness of the learning process, and the availability of the instructors. “Faculty do a
fantastic job of reaching out,” one student reported, while three others described their history
classes as “engaging.” Another observed that, after transferring from USF-Tampa, she much
preferred the individualized instruction she encountered in USFSP’s smaller history classes.
Maintaining the “college” experience at USFSP should be a priority of the History Program as,
indeed, of the university.
Student suggestions for improvement emphasized more diversity in course offerings,
especially coverage of China, Southeast East, and the Middle East; more flexibility in universitydesignated time blocs for scheduling; and more tenure-track professors for stability and
regularity in the curriculum. A few thought that a required Craft or Methods class early in their
coursework would better prepare them for the academic rigors in upper-level history classes, in
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particular the two capstone courses (Theory/Historiography and a Pro-Seminar on a specialized
topic). One student spoke well of her internship experience at the Florida Holocaust Museum,
and we know from second-hand evidence that other history students have benefited from
internships at local museums, libraries, and historical societies. Continued efforts to initiate and
promote student internships would no doubt widen the prospects available to students, as would
a more concerted endeavor—fully noted in the self-study—to recruit more majors from minority
groups and among women.
We recommend other means to enhance the active learning of history majors and minors,
including university support for a more robust study abroad program. Dr. Francis, in only his
second year at USFSP, has successfully organized summer research trips to the Historical
Archives of Seville for history majors enrolled in his pioneering Spanish Paleography course.
More experiences of this sort, supported by a more active study abroad program, would enrich
undergraduate education. Faculty should continue to encourage students to utilize the university
library’s excellent special collections facilities, expertly directed by Jim Schnur, whom we
interviewed during our review. This university librarian, an inexhaustible source of energy,
knowledge, and enthusiasm, renders unstinting help to students and faculty in search of
documents, databases, archives, and other types of records. Working archival assignments into
courses on a consistent basis would give students an essential research experience using primary
sources while expanding the usefulness and understanding of the university’s holdings.
Certainly, a Craft of History course, if developed as recommended, could and should utilize the
archives as part of its basic instruction. The History Program should also cultivate greater
student involvement in the recently revived, student-run history club (which has its own website)
and pursue the establishment of an independent Phi Alpha Theta local chapter. Lastly, faculty
might devise more occasions for talented undergraduate and graduate students to participate in
faculty-guided research and to share their findings at conferences and/or in publications, such as
the forthcoming book on Spanish Florida co-authored by Dr. Francis and Saber Gray, one of his
graduate students at USFSP. All of these suggestions would simply reinforce the program’s
already sound approach to continuous improvement and to ensuring that history students get the
most comprehensive educational experience possible.
An unanticipated highlight of our campus visit was the lively session with a dozen
current and former graduate students in the Florida Studies Graduate Program, “an unpolished
jewel” according to one enthusiastic participant. This spirited group encompassed students of
diverse ages, backgrounds, interests, and occupations (a mayor, two high school teachers, a freelance writer, a journalist, an investigative reporter on boating and fishing, etc.). They extolled
the history classes they took as a central part of their interdisciplinary M.A. degree, applauding
in particular the quality and knowledge of the professors, the smaller class size, and the
community-oriented dimension of Florida Studies. The history courses “were exactly what I
wanted and prepared me for a Ph.D.” “These classes mesh well together, the professors
demonstrate lots of enthusiasm and support, and the reading lists are more rigorous than those of
non-history classes.” Several pointed to the study of history as the backbone, the indispensable
component, of Florida Studies. Recommendations cited the future addition of new classes—
Southern Politics, Natural Environmental History, Maritime History, History of Tourism, to
name a few—that would transform the program. The emphasis, several affirmed, should be on
courses that are “timely, with direct applications” to the Tampa/St. Petersburg area, to Florida,
and to the surrounding region (e.g., the Caribbean and the southeastern U.S.). A few others
urged the History Program—and the entire university—to do a better job of “selling or
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promoting” Florida Studies by, for instance, publicizing more often the various employment and
professional openings for M.A. students. All in all, the infectious energy of these students
perfectly reflected the extraordinarily high quality of the teaching in the History Program and its
many applications to government, environmental work, tourism, fishing, social studies and other
subject areas in teaching, maritime trades, and other professions and activities.
Administration
Our meeting with Dr. Frank Biafora (Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences) and Dr.
Vivian Fueyo (Regional Vice President for Academic Affairs) left us with a positive impression
of administrative support for the History Program. They understand the manifold contributions
and unique needs of the program and promised to assist in meaningful ways to realize the
program’s potential and reinforce its strengths. As a corollary to the strategic hiring of tenuretrack lines, the importance of which the administration certainly grasps, the university needs to
increase funding for the library. Library collections must continue to grow commensurate with
the teaching and research requirements of an expanding faculty and their students; more library
resources will definitely facilitate the development of a more diversified curriculum. Several
respondents during our visit called for more creative and flexible scheduling of classroom space,
a matter that falls within the purview of the administration. Our review has already touched
upon administrative support for the extension of study abroad and internship opportunities, both
of which would contribute immensely to the civic engagement and global awareness of history
students. According to Dr. Fueyo, the administration offers two competitive internal research
awards worth $10,000 apiece. Several faculty thought that a program of and support for released
time of junior faculty would improve productivity and morale, and Drs. Biafora and Fueyo
agreed that finding resources for such development is important. We applaud this sort of
institutional support of scholarship and urge the university to provide additional awards, thus
allowing more tenure-track faculty to use their summers to concentrate on research and junior
faculty to complete projects and move more confidently toward tenure and promotion. Faculty
scholarship is essential to teaching and fulfills the obligation of a university to create new
knowledge, not just relate established information and ideas. Faculty and administrators seem to
understand that truth. We trust the university will provide the resources and environment to
realize it.
Conclusion
The History Program works wonders in teaching, scholarship, and service, despite its
small size and the absence of a permanent office staff, but it cannot sustain such magic if it
continues to be under-resourced in terms of full-time faculty and staff support. The History
Program provides an unusually rich and demanding curriculum, given its resources, but, again,
its potential for growth demands fuller support in terms of tenure-track faculty, office staff, and
special programs such as study abroad. Providing such support will promote stability and
predictability in course offerings, advising, program development, and university service. It will
insure that the History Program will continue to grow in teaching, research, and service
excellence and to attract more and better students and more generous and diverse support to the
program and the university.
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